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(57) ABSTRACT

A non-volatile memory cell has a single crystalline substrate
of a first conductivity type with a top surface. A first region of
a second conductivity type is in the substrate along the top
surface. A second region of the second conductivity type is in
the substrate along the top surface, spaced apart from the first
region. A channel region is the first region and the second
region. A word line gate is positioned over a first portion of the
channel region, immediately adjacent to the first region. The
word line gate is spaced apart from the channel region by a
first insulating layer. A floating gate is positioned over
another portion of the channel region. The floating gate has a
lower surface separated from the channel region by a second
insulating layer, and an upper surface opposite the lower
surface. The floating gate has a first side wall adjacent to but
separated from the word line gate; and a second side wall
opposite the first side wall. The second side wall and the upper
surface form a sharp edge, with the second side wall greater in
length than the first side wall. The upper surface slopes
upward from the first side wall to the second side wall. A
coupling gate is positioned over the upper surface of the
floating gate and is insulated therefrom by a third insulating
layer. An erase gate is positioned adjacent to the second side
wall of the floating gate. The erase gate is positioned over the
second region and insulated therefrom.
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METHOD OF MAKING A SPLIT GATE
NON-VOLATILE FLOATING GATE MEMORY
CELL HAVING A SEPARATE ERASE GATE,
AND A MEMORY CELL MADE THEREBY

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates to a self-aligned method of
making a non-volatile memory cell having a floating gate and
a separate erase gate and more particularly wherein the float-
ing gate has an enhanced edge to facilitate erase operation.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Non-volatile memory cells having a floating gate for the
storage of charges thereon are well known in the art. Refer-
ring to FIG. 1 there is shown a cross-sectional view of a
non-volatile memory cell 10 of the prior art. The memory cell
10 comprises a single crystalline substrate 12, of a first con-
ductivity type, such as P type. At or near a surface of the
substrate 12 is a first region 14 of a second conductivity type,
such as N type. Spaced apart from the first region 14 is a
second region 16 also of the second conductivity type.
Between the first region 14 and the second region 16 is a
channel region 18. A word line 20, made of polysilicon is
positioned over a first portion of the channel region 18. The
word line 20 is spaced apart from the channel region 18 by a
silicon (di)oxide layer 22. Immediately adjacent to and
spaced apart from the word line 20 is a floating gate 24, which
is also made of polysilicon, and is positioned over another
portion of the channel region 18. The floating gate 24 is
separated from the channel region 18 by another insulating
layer 30, typically also of silicon (di)oxide. A coupling gate
26, also made of polysilicon is positioned over the floating
gate 24 and is insulated therefrom by another insulating layer
32. On another side of the floating gate 24, and spaced apart
therefrom, is an erase gate 28, also made of polysilicon. The
erase gate 28 is positioned over the second region 16 and is
insulated therefrom. The erase gate 28 is also immediately
adjacent to but spaced apart from the coupling gate 26 and to
another side of the coupling gate 26. The erase gate 28 has a
slight overhang over the floating gate 24. In the operation of
the memory cell 10, charges stored on the floating gate 24 (or
the absence of charges on the floating gate 24) control the flow
of current between the first region 14 and the second region
16. Where the floating gate 24 has charges thereon, the float-
ing gate 24 is programmed. Where the floating gate 24 does
not have charges thereon, the floating gate 24 is erased. The
memory cell 10 is fully disclosed in U.S. Pat. No. 7,868,375
and in U.S. Pat. No. 6,747,310 whose disclosures are incor-
porated herein in their entirety by reference.

The memory cell 10 operates as follows. During the pro-
gramming operation, when charges are stored on the floating
gate 24, a first positive voltage in the shape of a pulse is
applied to the word line 20 causing the portion of the channel
region 18 under the word line 20 to be conductive. A second
positive voltage, also in the shape of a pulse, is applied to the
coupling gate 26. A third positive voltage, also in the shape of
a pulse, is applied to the erase gate 28. A voltage differential
also in the shape of a pulse, is applied between the first region
14 and the second region 16. All of the first positive voltage,
second positive voltage, third positive voltage and the voltage
differential are applied substantially at the same time, and
terminate substantially at the same time. The electrons from
the first region 14 are attracted to the positive voltage at the
second region 16. As they near the floating gate 24, they
experience a sudden increase in the electric field caused by
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the voltage applied to the coupling gate 26 and the erase gate
28, causing the charges to be injected onto the floating gate
24. Thus, programming occurs through the mechanism ot hot
electron injection.

During the erase operation when charges are removed from
the floating gate 24, a high positive voltage is applied to the
erase gate 28. A ground voltage can be applied to the coupling
gate 26 and/or the word line 20. Charges on the floating gate
24 are attracted to the erase gate 28 by tunneling through the
insulating layer between the floating gate 24 and the erase
gate 28. In particular, the floating gate 24 may be formed with
a sharp tip facing the erase gate 28, thereby facilitating the
Fowler-Nordheim tunneling of electrons from the floating
gate 24 through the tip and through the insulating layer
between the floating gate 24 and the erase gate 28 onto the
erase gate 28. As disclosed in U.S. Pat. No. 7,868,375 and
U.S. Pat. No. 6,747,310, it may be beneficial to have a sharp
edge or tip between the side wall of the floating gate 24 and
the top surface of the floating gate 24 so that electrons may
more readily tunnel from the floating gate 24 to the erase gate
28 during the erase operation.

During the read operation, a first positive voltage is applied
to the word line 20 to turn on the portion of the channel region
18 beneath the word line 20. A second positive voltage is
applied to the coupling gate 26. A voltage differential is
applied to the first region 14 and the second region 16. If the
floating gate 24 were programmed, i.e. the floating gate 24
stores electrons, then the second positive voltage applied to
the coupling gate 26 is not able to overcome the negative
electrons stored on the floating gate 24 and the portion of the
channel region 18 beneath the floating gate 24 remains non-
conductive. Thus, no current or a minimal amount of current
would flow between the first region 14 and the second region
16. However, ifthe floating gate 24 were not programmed, i.e.
the floating gate 24 remains neutral or perhaps even stores
some holes, then the second positive voltage applied to the
coupling gate 26 is able to cause the portion of the channel
region 18 beneath the floating gate 24 to be conductive. Thus,
a current would flow between the first region 14 and the
second region 16.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is a self-aligned method of fabricat-
ing a non-volatile memory cell having a single crystalline
substrate of a first conductivity type with a top surface. A first
region of a second conductivity type is in the substrate along
the top surface. A second region of the second conductivity
type is in the substrate along the top surface, spaced apart
from the first region. A channel region is the first region and
the second region. A word line gate is positioned over a first
portion of the channel region, immediately adjacent to the
first region. The word line gate is spaced apart from the
channel region by a first insulating layer. A floating gate is
positioned over another portion of the channel region. The
floating gate has a lower surface separated from the channel
region by a second insulating layer, and an upper surface
opposite the lower surface. The floating gate has a first side
wall adjacent to but separated from the word line gate; and a
second side wall opposite the first side wall. The second side
wall and the upper surface form a sharp edge, with the second
side wall greater in length than the first side wall. The upper
surface slopes upward from the first side wall to the second
side wall. A coupling gate is positioned over the upper surface
of the floating gate and is insulated therefrom by a third
insulating layer. An erase gate is positioned adjacent to the
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second side wall of the floating gate. The erase gate is posi-
tioned over the second region and insulated therefrom.

The present invention also relates to the foregoing
described memory cell.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a cross-sectional view of a non-volatile memory
cell of the prior art with a floating gate for the storage of
charges thereon and a separate erase gate.

FIG. 2-8 are cross-sectional views of the process steps in
the method of the present invention to fabricate the memory
cell of the present invention.

FIG. 9 is a cross-sectional view of a memory cell of the
present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT

Referring to FIG. 9 there is shown a cross-sectional view of
a non-volatile memory cell 50 of the present invention. The
memory cell 50 of the present invention is similar to the
memory cell 10 shown in FIG. 1. Thus, like numerals will be
used to describe like parts. The memory cell 50 comprises a
single crystalline substrate 12, of a first conductivity type,
such as P type. In the preferred embodiment, the conductivity
of the substrate 12 is on the order of 10 S/m, where “S” is the
inverse of resistivity, and “m” is meter. At or near a surface of
the substrate 12 is a first region 14 of a second conductivity
type, such as N type. In the preferred embodiment, the con-
ductivity of the first region 14 is on the order of 10° S/m.
Spaced apart from the first region 14 is a second region 16 also
of the second conductivity type, having substantially the
same conductivity concentration as the first region 14.
Between the first region 14 and the second region 16 is a
channel region 18. A word line 20, made of polysilicon is
positioned over a first portion of the channel region 18. The
word line 20 is spaced apart from the channel region 18 by a
silicon (di)oxide layer 22. Immediately adjacent to and
spaced apart from the word line 20 is a floating gate 124,
which is also made of polysilicon, and is positioned over
another portion of the channel region 18. The floating gate
124 has a lower surface 52 that is separated from the channel
region 18 by another insulating layer 30, typically also of
silicon (di)oxide. The floating gate 124 also has an upper
surface 54 opposite the lower surface 52. The floating gate
124 also has a first sidewall 56 which is adjacent to but
separated from the word line gate 20. Opposite the first side
wall 56 is a second side wall 58. The length of the first side
wall 56 of the floating gate 124 is less than the length of the
second side wall 58 of the floating gate 124. Thus, the upper
surface 54 of the floating gate 124 slopes downward from the
second side wall 58 to the first side wall 56. At the junction of
the second side wall 58 and the upper surface 54 of the
floating gate 124 is a sharp edge 60.

A coupling gate 26, also made of polysilicon is positioned
over the upper surface 54 of the floating gate 124 and is
insulated therefrom by another insulating layer 32. Adjacent
to the second side wall 58 of the floating gate 24, and spaced
apart therefrom, is an erase gate 28, also made of polysilicon.
The erase gate 28 is positioned over the second region 16 and
is insulated therefrom. The erase gate 28 is also immediately
adjacent to but spaced apart from the coupling gate 26 and to
another side of the coupling gate 26. The erase gate 28 has a
slight overhang over the floating gate 124.

The memory cell 50 of the present invention may be fab-
ricated in accordance with the following process steps.
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Although the following process steps are for the fabrication of
the memory cell 50 for the 70 nm process, the invention is not
so limited.

A single crystalline substrate 12 of P conductivity type is
provided. The P conductivity has a concentration of 10'%/
cm’. The substrate 12 has a top surface. A first insulating layer
30 of silicon (di)oxide is on the top surface of the substrate 12.
The insulating layer 30 can be formed by oxidizing the struc-
ture in an oxide furnace and is formed to a thickness of the
order of 30 Angstroms. A first layer of polysilicon 124 is
formed on the insulating layer 30. The polysilicon layer 124
has a thickness of approximately 400 Angstroms. The poly-
silicon layer 124 can be formed by deposition of polysilicon.
Thereafter, a hard mask layer, such as a layer of silicon nitride
70 is formed on the polysilicon layer 124. The silicon nitride
70 can be formed by depositing SiN. The hard mask 70 is
patterned and etched, so that only portions of the silicon
nitride 70 remain over selected regions of the polysilicon
layer 124. The resultant structure is shown in FIG. 2.

The structure shown in FIG. 2 with the exposed polysilicon
layer 124 is then subject to an isotropic polysilicon etch
process, resulting in the upper surface 54 of the polysilicon
layer 124 sloping downward away from the SiN 70. In the
preferred embodiment the isotropic etch process occurs using
Chemical Dry Etch (CDE) (Shibaura CDE) at 250 W power
and using CF4/02/N2 for 15 seconds or Inductively Coupled
Plasma (ICP) etch at 800 mTorr pressure and 150 W power
using CF4/02 for 15 seconds. Of course, these parameters
may be varied to produce the desire sloping profile. Because
the process is an isotropic etch, the polysilicon 124 closest to
the SiN 70 is attacked the least amount, with the polysilicon
124 furthest away from the SiN being etched the most
amount. This results in the sloping profile wherein the pol-
ysiclicon 124 is thickest closest to the SiN 70 and slopes
downward and is thinnest furthest away from the SiN 70. The
resultant structure is shown in FIG. 3.

A thin layer 72 (on the order of 150 Angstroms in thick-
ness) of silicon (di)oxide is then deposited over the structure.
This can be done by low pressure TEOS deposition. The
silicon (di)oxide layer 72 of the structure is then anisotropi-
cally etched, resulting in spacers formed adjacent to the sides
of the hard mask 70. The resultant structure is shown in FIG.
4.

A composite layer 32 of insulating material is deposited on
the structure shown in FIG. 4, and in particular over the first
polysilicon 124. The composite layer 32 comprises silicon
dioxide-silicon nitride-silicon dioxide or ONO. The compos-
ite layer 32 is formed by depositing the silicon dioxide in an
HTO process, and then depositing SiN by a low pressure
CVD SiN deposition process, followed by HTO oxidation
process again to deposit another layer of silicon dioxide to
form the ONO layer 32. The ONO layer 32 has a thickness on
the order of 160 Angstroms. A second polysilicon layer 26 is
then deposited on the ONO layer 32. The second polysilicon
layer 26 has a thickness on the order of 2,000 Angstroms, and
may be formed by CVD polysilicon deposition process. The
second polysilicon layer 26 is then subject to a CMP (Chemi-
cal Mechanical Polishing) process such that the top of the
second polysilicon layer 26 is “level” with the top of the SiN
70. The polysilicon 26 is then subject to an etchback process,
so that the top of the polysilicon 26 is then below the top level
of the SiN 70. The resultant structure is shown in FIG. 5.

A silicon dioxide layer 80 is then deposited over the struc-
ture shown in FIG. 5. The process to form the layer 80 can be
deposition by HTO process. The layer 80 is on the order of
1,000 Angstroms. The silicon dioxide layer 80 is then aniso-
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tropically etched resulting in spacers 80 formed adjacent to
the ONO layer 32, along the side of the SiN 70. The resultant
structure is shown in FIG. 6.

Using the spacers 80 as a mask, the structure shown in FIG.
6 is anistropically etched cutting the exposed second polysili-
con layer 26, the insulating layer (ONO) 32 underneath the
second polysilicon layer 26, the first polysicilicon layer 124
underneath the ONO 32, coming to a stop at the first insulat-
ing layer 30. Although the spacer 80 (silicon dioxide) is used
as an etch stop, in the process of etching through the ONO
layer 32, a slight portion of the spacer 80 will be etched as
well. However, because the spacer 80 is relatively thick (on
the order of 1,000 Angstroms), this slight etching of the
spacer 80 is insignificant. The etching comes to a stop at the
first insulating layer 30, which is another layer of silicon
dioxide 30. A spacer 84 comprising of silicon dioxide is then
formed on the structure. This can be done by depositing a
layer of silicon dioxide followed by an anisotropic etch of the
layer, coming to a stop when the SiN 70 is exposed, resulting
in the spacers 84. The spacer 84 insulates the first polysilicon
124 (eventual floating gate) and the second polysilicon 26
(eventual coupling gate) from the to be formed adjacent word
line gate. Of course any other type of insulating material or
composite insulating material may also be used instead of
silicon dioxide as the spacer 84. For example, the spacer 84
may be made of SiN/Si02, which would require an additional
masking step to remove the SiN hard mask The resultant
structure is shown in FIG. 7.

The SiN hard mask 70 is removed. This can be done by
anisotropic dry etch of SiN, followed by a wet etch using
H3PO4. Since all the rest of the structure shown in FIG. 7 is
protected by silicon-dioxide, there is no etching of those
structure. Thereafter, the exposed first polysilicon 124 is
anisotropically etched until the first insulating layer 30 is
reached. Thereafter, a masking step is performed covering all
of the structure, except for the region where the SiN 70 was
removed. An implant step is performed forming the second
region 16. Following a slight silicon oxide wet etch, a thin
layer of silicon dioxide 86 is formed by HTO oxidation of the
structure, which oxidizes the exposed polysilicon 124. The
resultant structure is shown in FIG. 8.

This is followed by a masking step covering only the
regions where the SiN was located. This is followed by an
etch of the exposed silicon dioxide 30, with an anisotropic
etch. A thin silicon dioxide layer 22 is then grown by diffusion
furnace to form over the channel region 18 which is spaced
apart from the word line gate 20. Polysilicon is then the
deposited everywhere including in the region where the SiN
70 was removed, as well as deposited adjacent to the spacer
84. Another masking step is formed opening location in the
polysilion where the first region 14 would be formed in the
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substrate 12. Implant is made forming the first region 14 and
doping the word line gate 20 and the erase gate 28. The
resultant structure is shown in FIG. 9.

From the forgoing it can be seen that a self-aligned process
of making a split gate non-volatile flash memory cell is
shown. Further, the non-volatile flash memory cell is charac-
terized by the floating gate having a sharp edge adjacent to the
erase gate which enhances the erase operation.

What is claimed is:

1. A non-volatile memory cell comprising:

a single crystalline substrate of a first conductivity type
having a top surface;

a first region of a second conductivity type in said substrate
along the top surface;

a second region of the second conductivity type, in said
substrate along the top surface, spaced apart from the
first region;

a channel region between the first region and the second
region;

a word line gate positioned over a first portion of the
channel region, immediately adjacent to the first region,
said word line gate spaced apart from the channel region
by a first insulating layer;

a floating gate positioned over another portion of the chan-
nel region, said floating gate having a lower surface
separated from the channel region by a second insulating
layer, and an upper surface opposite the lower surface;
said floating gate having a first side wall adjacent to but
separated from the word line gate; and a second side wall
opposite the first side wall, wherein said second side
wall and said upper surface forming a sharp edge, with
said second side wall greater in length than said first side
wall and said upper surface having a curved shape that
slopes upward from said first side wall to said second
side wall;

a coupling gate positioned over the upper surface of the
floating gate and insulated therefrom by a third insulat-
ing layer, wherein the coupling gate includes a first side
wall adjacent to but separated from the word line gate
and a second side wall opposite the first side wall of the
coupling gate, and a lower surface that includes at least
aportion that is disposed over the upward sloping upper
surface of the floating gate and that slopes upward from
the first side wall of the coupling gate to the second side
wall of the coupling gate; and

an erase gate positioned adjacent to the second side wall of
the floating gate; said erase gate positioned over the
second region and insulated therefrom; said erase gate
overhangs a portion of said floating gate.
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